The antecedents of customer loyalty and switching behavior have been the focus of a vast number of studies, especially in the service sector (for a review, see Anderson and Mittal 2000) . In contrast, little attention has been paid to customer behavior after having switched a service provider (see Ganesh, Arnold, and Reynolds 2000; v. Wangenheim and Bayón 2004a for a recent exception). However, customers often engage in activities after switching that may still affect the switched-from provider. Specifically, the present study concentrates on customers who report their disappointment about a dropped service provider to others in the form of negative word of mouth (NWOM). Such postswitching negative word of mouth (PNWOM) is, in essence, the focus of this article.
Word of mouth (WOM) has long been recognized as an important force in the marketplace, influencing attitudes (e.g., Bone 1995; Pincus and Waters 1977) , preferences and purchase intentions (e.g., Charlett, Garland, and Marr 1995; Herr, Kardes, and Kim 1991) , and decision making (e.g., Bansal and Voyer 2000; Venkatesan 1966; v. Wangenheim and Bayón 2004b) . Although much of the early WOM literature has focused on positive WOM (e.g., Arndt 1967; Feldman and Spencer 1965) , the importance of negative WOM has received considerable attention in follow-up studies (e.g., Charlett, Garland, and Marr 1995; Mizerski 1982; Richins 1983) .
However, most research efforts have been directed at studying whether the effects of negative WOM are stronger than those of positive WOM (e.g., Bone 1995; Charlett, Garland, and Marr 1995; Herr, Kardes, and Kim 1991) . Research on the determinants of such behavior (in other words, why or in what situations negative WOM is given) is relatively rare. Noteworthy exceptions are the pilot study by Richins (1983) and the qualitative work by Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster (1998) . However, even those two studies fall short on an examination of negative WOM after switching away from a service provider. Understanding the determinants of such behavior seems important for at least two reasons. First, it would enable researchers and firms to predict which customers will be most likely to spread negative WOM about them and therefore represent a "dangerous" customer group if lost. Second, such findings should have implications for managing loyalty and retention. Recently, authors have suggested that firms should try to start and maintain relationships only with customers whose lifetime value is greater than zero (e.g., Blattberg, Getz, and Thomas 2001) . However, when lost customers give PNWOM, their value for the firm can be far below zero, as their negative WOM may prevent potential new customers from choosing the provider or because their negative WOM increases defection rates of current customers. Thus, the potential of customers to hurt the firm through PNWOM after having switched away should be integrated into attractiveness considerations on the individual customer level.
The remainder of this article is organized as follows: First, a literature review on negative WOM research is conducted. Next, cognitive dissonance theory is reviewed and discussed as a theoretical framework for explaining PNWOM behavior. Drawing from dissonance theory, hypotheses about two groups of factors that should determine PNWOM are developed: customer-level variables and situation-specific variables. Hypotheses are then tested in an empirical study. Findings of the study are discussed, conclusions are drawn, and suggestions for further research are given. Thereby, this study contributes to the literature by (a) the notion of PNWOM and its potential negative impact on the customer-losing firm, (b) discussing the role of dissonance theory for explaining PNWOM, and (c) investigating its central antecedents.
THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT Negative Word of Mouth in the Literature
WOM can be defined as product-related oral, personto-person communications (Arndt 1967 ). An impressive body of literature is available that investigates WOM. Much of this literature, though, investigates the effects of interpersonal communication on its receiver (e.g., Bansal and Voyer 2000; Bone 1995; Charlett, Garland, and Marr 1995; Herr, Kardes, and Kim 1991; Pincus and Waters 1977; Price, Feick, and Higie 1989) . This research has repeatedly underlined the importance of WOM in shaping attitudes, purchase intentions, and purchase behavior. Thus, it underscores the value of researching the determinants of communication activities by consumers.
As one repetitive finding in WOM research is that negative WOM is more influential than positive WOM (e.g., Bone 1995; Mizerski 1982) , one would expect especially the drivers of negative WOM being well researched. However, as described earlier, research on negative WOM is somewhat limited in scope. Although many studies research the antecedents of interpersonal communication, most of them focus on positive WOM (e.g., Dichter 1966; Feick and Price 1987) . Less research is available that analyzes the drivers of NWOM. In her pilot study, Richins (1983) focuses on dissatisfaction as the key explanation for NWOM. Similarly, Anderson (1998) analyzes the dis/satisfaction-WOM relationship. With the exception of some qualitative studies that have addressed motivations for engaging in WOM in product-related conversation (Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) , no systematic research has investigated drivers of NWOM beyond dissatisfaction. In particular, no published study has researched NWOM after switching, which is particularly interesting because it may be motivated by the relationship with the current provider and the reasons for switching the previous provider, as well as variables related to the individual who solicits WOM.
Given the plethora of relevant concepts and research streams that can be referred to in the context of interpersonal communication, it is not surprising that there is no single or consistent "WOM theory" that explains why and when WOM is given. Instead, empirical studies have usually relied on one of a number of related or competing theories (e.g., attribution theory in Richins 1983; dissonance theory in Hunt 1970) to explain the effect of the respective variable in question. Here, dissonance theory is used as a theoretical basis for understanding PNWOM. As the discussion will show, dissonance theory offers an appealing and comprehensive framework for understanding the effect of a series of independent variables on PNWOM.
Cognitive Dissonance Theory in Consumer Behavior
Cognitive dissonance is caused by inconsistent cognition, which expresses humans' concern with having taken a wrong decision. According to dissonance theory (Festinger 1957) , two major sources of inconsistent cognition exist: dissonance after newly obtained information and postdecision dissonance. In the present context, the latter form of dissonance is of interest because the focal construct here is postswitching negative WOM. Because cognitive dissonance, by definition, is experienced as unpleasurable, humans strive to reduce it.
Research on dissonance reduction strategies has a long tradition in both psychology and consumer research. For reducing cognitive dissonance, individuals apply various strategies (Festinger 1957) . For example, research has shown that consumers reduce postpurchase dissonance by attitude changes, selective exposure, and spreading WOM. Attitude change refers to the fact that after the decision has been made, the chosen alternative is rated higher and the alternatives are rated lower (e.g., Hunt 1970) . Selective exposure to new information means that decisionconfirming information is sought, whereas decisiondisconfirming information is neglected (e.g., Ehrlich et al. 1957) . Spreading WOM indicates that consumers try to convince themselves of their decision by convincing others, which is, according to Festinger (1957) , one of the strategies most often employed by individuals for reducing postdecision dissonance. Similarly, Dichter (1966, p. 148) argues that "the most effective Word-of-Mouth for the advertiser is the post-decision speaker who is bent on eliminating all dissonance in his post-decision situation." On one hand, dissonance reduction can be achieved by spreading positive WOM about the newly chosen option, and research results suggest that individuals often give PWOM shortly after having made a buying decision (e.g., Richins and Bloch 1986) . On the other hand, the decision to switch the provider can also be defended by spreading negative WOM about the dropped alternative. Therefore, cognitive dissonance can be expected to result not only in positive WOM about the newly chosen but also in negative WOM about the dropped alternative.
This type of behavior has not been studied so far and represents the focus of this article. As explained earlier, the occurrence of PNWOM is an important but ignored marketing phenomenon, both from a managerial and an academic point of view. In the following, dissonance theory will be referred to as a framework for deriving research hypotheses about the relationship between important consumer behavior variables and negative WOM.
Before doing so, it must be noted that authors in the psychological literature have challenged cognitive dissonance theory for quite some time, and alternative explanations for what has been described as dissonance effects in the literature have been discussed for long. In particular, attribution theory has overtaken cognitive dissonance theory in terms of applications during the 1990s. Attribution theory also offers alternative explanations for some of the phenomena that had previously been explained by cognitive dissonance. However, it has also been noted in consumer behavior reviews that "the evidence in favor of cognitive dissonance theory in the consumer behavior literature looks good" (Cummings and Venkatesan 1976, p. 307) . Cognitive dissonance theory continues to be seen as an appealing explanation for a number of important marketing phenomena, including, for example, selfprophecy (Spangenberg et al. 2003) . In general, although it must be acknowledged that many findings of dissonance theory research can be explained using alternative theories, authors have concluded that "dissonance theory remains the best single explanation which can account for all the results across these studies" (Cummings and Venkatesan 1976, p. 307) .
In the context of postdecision dissonance, the central rival explanation discussed in the literature is predecision moderation (also referred to as impression management or defensiveness). The theoretical framework of predecision moderation (Tedeschi and Rosenfeld 1981 for a review) would argue that enhancement of a chosen alternative is a public statement aimed at fostering a positive self-presentation to others. However, predecision moderation has been ruled out in experimental studies as a "weaker" explanation of the above-described effects of postdecision dissonance (Rosenfeld, Giacalone, and Tedeschi 1983; Rosenfeld, Kennedy, and Giacalone 1989) . Hence, cognitive dissonance theory is used here as a theoretical anchor for hypotheses development.
RESEARCH HYPOTHESES
Conceptually, the focus of prior research on NWOM determinants can be categorized into two groups: studies that focus on customer-specific determinants and studies that focus on situation-specific determinants. Empirical research has identified a number of characteristics belonging into each group that are related to communication activities. As this article focuses on postswitching behavior, both customer-and switching-related (where switching captures the situation-specific aspect) determinants are discussed. As the discussion will show, companies have little or no influence on or control over many of the determinants of PNWOM. Still, it will be important to know which customers are especially likely to engage in PNWOM when they defect; everything else being equal, they are the ones who could be most dangerous to the firm when lost. Festinger (1957) , in his original work on dissonance theory, lists a series of factors that increase the level of postdecision cognitive dissonance. Most important, the level of postdecision cognitive dissonance is expected to increase as the perceived relevance of the cognitive elements of the decision increases. In other words, the individual's subjective evaluation of the importance and the consequences of a purchase provides the basis for postdecision cognitive dissonance.
From the consumer behavior literature, three main constructs can be extracted that are associated with the importance that individuals attach to specific buying decisions: product involvement, perceived risk, and market mavenism. Researching whether those constructs explain PNWOM activity is of theoretical interest because it allows a clearer understanding of WOM mechanisms in general. Furthermore, the postswitching context allows an investigation of the effects of those variables contingent on situational factors related to the switching decision. In particular, it can be researched whether the reason why customers have switched their provider affects the relationship between individual variables such as involvement and mavenism and PNWOM. Finally, it is also of practical relevance for firms to identify customers that may be harmful to the firm when lost.
The following briefly introduces the three mentioned constructs and links them to PNWOM via dissonance theory. Then, two situation-related constructs, satisfaction with the new provider and switching reason, are also discussed with regard to cognitive dissonance and PNWOM.
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Product Involvement and Negative WOM
Product involvement is typically referred to as a key construct in consumer behavior (e.g., Solomon 2002) . It can be defined as the relevance of a product category as perceived by a consumer (e.g., Celsi and Olson 1988) .
Product involvement has often been suspected to be a determinant of both positive and negative word of mouth, which is confirmed by empirical studies (e.g., Dichter 1966; Richins and Root-Shaffer 1988; Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) . Already Festinger (1957) pointed out that postdecision cognitive dissonance is more likely to occur when decisions are perceived as being more important. As explained above, Dichter (1966, p. 148) was the first to link product involvement to WOM activities via dissonance theory. In his empirical study, he finds that "product involvement . . . produces a tension which is not eased by the use of the product alone, but must be channeled by way of talk, recommendation, and enthusiasm." Similarly, Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster (1998) find that product involvement is often the motivation to speak negatively about recent experiences with brands or services, suggesting that as cognitive engagement with products increases, it becomes more likely that information about them will be passed on to others. Hence, it can be expected that consumers who switch from one service provider to another should experience more cognitive dissonance as product involvement increases. Because of the relationship explained above (cognitive dissonance reduction strategies will lead to consumers' dissemination of negative WOM about their old provider), this suggests that consumers' likelihood of transmitting negative WOM about a dropped service provider will increase as product involvement increases.
Hypothesis 1: Service customers are more likely to give negative WOM about a dropped service provider as their level of product involvement increases.
Market Mavenism and Negative WOM
Regardless of their individual level of involvement, some consumers perceive buying decisions as in general more involving and important than others. Kassarjian (1981) finds that such customers feel that it is their responsibility to be knowledgeable about products, services, and general developments in the market such as special offers or price promotions. Slama and Tashchian (1985) argue that such consumers search for and pass on product information to other consumers because they are intrinsically more interested in new products, innovation, price promotions, and so on. For such consumers, Feick and Price (1987) have coined the term market maven and shown that consumers classified as market mavens are more likely to give WOM about a large number of different products and services, typically in low-involvement product categories. As the differentiation between market mavens and nonmavens is gradual rather than dichotomous, the term market mavenism is preferred over the categorization of market mavens versus nonmavens, which is in accordance with Price, Feick, and Guskey (1995) . So far, market mavenism has only been investigated as a predictor of positive WOM. Feick and Price (1987) note that market mavens' motivation for spreading WOM may be due to an inner need to appear as intelligent consumers, suggesting that such people derive utility from other people's assessment of them as "smart shoppers." Hence, with the individual degree of market mavenism, the importance of product and service choices increases, and postdecision dissonance is more likely to occur for market mavens. From a cognitive dissonance perspective, it can therefore be expected that market mavenism is positively related to the dissemination of negative WOM about a dropped service provider.
Hypothesis 2: Service customers are more likely to give negative WOM about a dropped service provider as the level of market mavenism increases.
Perceived Risk and Negative WOM
In consumer behavior, perceived risk refers to the negative consequences that can arise from the purchase of a product (Bauer 1960) . Dholakia (1997, p. 161 ) defines it as "subjective expectation of losses." Perceived risk is a multidimensional construct, and typical categorization schemes include up to eight dimensions. For example, functional risk describes the danger that functional product attributes do not satisfy the customer's needs. Financial risk refers to the financial loss associated with making a "wrong" buying decision. Social risk, in contrast, refers to social punishments because of nonacceptance of a product or service choice in the consumer's reference group.
A study by Murray (1991) shows that as perceived risk associated with buying decisions increases, consumers are more likely to seek information about the respective product category, preferably through WOM. Dholakia (1997) also shows that perceived decision importance increases as perceived risk increases. In turn, this suggests that as perceived risk before making the purchase increases, the likelihood of cognitive dissonance after the buying decision also increases. Early research on WOM (Arndt 1967) has also shown that high-risk perceivers tend to pass on more information about a product or service to others, potentially because such information is perceived as being especially valuable and thus increases their attractiveness as an exchange partner in social relationships (Gatignon 70 JOURNAL OF SERVICE RESEARCH / August 2005 and Robertson 1986). Perceived risk has, however, not been specifically researched as a determinant of NWOM so far. Therefore, it should be expected that as perceived risk increases, consumers should be more likely to spread negative WOM about their old service provider.
Hypothesis 3: Service customers are more likely to give negative WOM about a dropped service provider as the level of perceived risk increases.
Situational Determinants of PNWOM
Although interindividual differences will explain part of PNWOM, such behavior can also be expected to depend on situational factors. For PNWOM, especially variables describing the act of switching (i.e., why and under what circumstances the individual has switched to what provider) are expected to affect PNWOM as well. Although such variables are typically beyond the firm's influence, it is still worth studying them to get an unbiased picture of PNWOM and to identify switcher groups that, when lost, may be especially harmful.
Satisfaction With New Provider
Customer satisfaction is defined as a pleasurable level of fulfillment in a consumption-related situation (Oliver 1997) . Satisfaction has been found and discussed as the key concept to explain customer word of mouth (e.g., Anderson 1998; Westbrook 1987) . So far, however, research has only looked at the relationship between satisfaction and WOM for the same provider. Here, this discussion is extended to the relationship between customer satisfaction with a newly chosen provider and PNWOM about the previous one.
The more satisfied customers are with their most recent choice, the more positive will they perceive the difference between their new and their old service provider. This will increase their certainty of having made the right choice, which in turn reduces the risk that is always involved when giving WOM because of the inherent danger of giving bad advice (Gatignon and Robertson 1986) . Although a high level of customer satisfaction does not reduce cognitive dissonance shortly after a choice situation, it reduces the barrier toward dissonance-reducing initiatives (Oliver 1997) . Thus, the perceived costs of information giving (and reducing cognitive dissonance) will be considerably lower, and it can therefore be expected that customer satisfaction with the current service provider will have a positive effect on PNWOM.
Hypothesis 4: Service customers are more likely to give negative WOM about a dropped service provider as their level of satisfaction with the new provider increases.
Switching Reason
It is widely known that service customers switch their provider for a variety of reasons (Keaveney 1995) . A basic distinction proposed here is between customers who switch due to dissatisfaction with the provider or the service delivered and those who switch to get a better deal (i.e., a better price for the same or a very similar level of service quality).
1 Previous research (Ganesh, Arnold, and Reynolds 2000) has proposed a similar distinction (i.e., between satisfied and dissatisfied switchers) that has been shown to be relevant for satisfaction and loyalty with the new provider. However, no research so far has tried to link the reason for making a specific product choice to subsequent WOM behavior.
Compared with customers who switch to get a better deal, customers who switch due to dissatisfaction will have a more negative impression of their old provider. They can be expected to be disappointed by or angry about their old provider due to their poor service experience. Such emotional reactions are less likely when customers find out that a (basically satisfying) service can be received for less money from a different provider. Emotional reactions lead to the topic being more salient in the customer's mind, which in turn means that those people are more likely to talk negatively to others about their old provider. In addition, those customers who have found a better deal are more likely to disseminate information about their new provider, as they may find this information especially valuable for friends and acquaintances. The negative information about a provider that offers poor service may be found to be more valuable from the point of view of the dissatisfied switchers. Although their motivation to switch has been negative (i.e., dissatisfaction), the dissatisfied switchers' motivation has been positive (i.e., a better deal).
Another line of argumentation is that, by definition, dissatisfied switchers' expectations have not been met. Because past experiences form the basis for future expectations, dissatisfied switchers are likely to enter their new relationship with reduced expectation standards (Ganesh, Arnold, and Reynolds 2000; Thibaut and Kelley 1959) . The same level of service from the new provider is then v. Wangenheim / POSTSWITCHING NEGATIVE WORD OF MONTH 71 1. It is clearly recognized by the author that more reasons for switching a service provider exist. However, the focus here is on those two motivations as they have proven to be the two dominant reasons for switching in the telecommunications sector, which represents the industry studied later.
likely to be perceived as more positive. Hence, the switched-from provider appears as more negative, which again makes PNWOM more likely. Hence, it is expected that Hypothesis 5: Service customers are more likely to give negative WOM about a dropped service provider when they switch due to dissatisfaction or poor service rather than because of a better deal.
Switching Reason-Personality Variables Interaction
For very similar reasons as discussed with regard to the direct effect, a moderating role on the effect of the abovediscussed variables (involvement, risk, and mavenism) on PNWOM is also expected. A market maven or a highly involved customer will be far more likely to spread PNWOM when the switching decision was driven by dissatisfaction-in that case, the customer has a lot "to lose" from choosing a bad service provider and will thus be likely to use PNWOM as a vehicle for revenge or tension reduction (Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) . Furthermore, the higher salience of the topic in market mavens', highly involved, or high-risk perceivers' minds will mind will make it more likely that they will initiate discussions about the issue. Therefore, Hypothesis 6: When service customers switch their provider due to dissatisfaction or poor service, the effects of (a) product involvement, (b) market mavenism, and (c) perceived risk on PNWOM are stronger than when service customers switch because of a better deal.
EMPIRICAL STUDY Research Design
An empirical study was conducted to test the hypotheses. Because the hypotheses refer to postswitching behavior, one central requirement was that respondents should have recently switched or dropped a service provider. Furthermore, because one hypothesis distinguishes between customers who switched for a better price as compared to customers who switched because of dissatisfaction, it was important to select a service that is likely to produce both types of switchers. The telecommunications industry was found likely to fulfill these requirements. To be able to target switchers directly, the study was conducted in cooperation with a major European provider of home telephone services on the German telecommunications market, which had been deregulated in early 1998. Yearly switching rates on this market increased during the past 3 years from about 5% in 1999 to about 8% in 2002. New clients of the cooperating provider (less than 1-year subscription) were interviewed about (a) whether and, if yes, how often they had spoken negatively to other consumers about their past provider in the first 6 months after switching and (b) their product involvement, market mavenism, perceived risk, satisfaction with the new provider, and switching motive.
The study was conducted using computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI). Trained interviewers made calls to 1,035 randomly selected clients from the customer base of the provider that had subscribed to the provider at least 4 months but not more than 1 year ago. Of those calls, 188 were repeatedly not answered or reached a busy signal; 108 customers were willing to cooperate in the study but were first-time customers to the market rather than having switched from another service provider. Of the clients, 374 were unwilling to participate in the study, whereas 406 customers participated. Forty-one cases were excluded from the data analysis because of missing values.
Except for switching reason (Hypothesis 5), independent variables were measured using 6-point rating scales. All scales were validated accordingly by applying the procedure suggested by Bagozzi and Yi (1988) , including both exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis as well as reliability analysis (i.e., Cronbach's alpha and item-tototal correlation, e.g., Nunally 1978) .
For product involvement, six pretested items that had been derived based on the studies by Richins and Bloch (1991) and Zaichkowsky (1985) were employed. Exploratory factor analysis showed that all items loaded on one factor, and the scale showed satisfactory reliability (α = .74), which was confirmed using confirmatory factor analysis (composite reliability = .83). Market mavenism was measured by employing five of the six items of the original instrument by Feick and Price (1987) . Again, all items loaded highly on one factor, and reliability coefficients were well above the recommended values (α = .86; composite reliability = .93). For perceived risk, a four-item instrument was used that accounts for the multidimensionality of the construct (Kaplan, Szybillo, and Jacoby 1974) . Exploratory factor analysis suggested splitting the construct up into two dimensions (financial/ functional risk and social/psychological risk), both of which comprise two items. The two dimensions showed good reliability (α = .71 and .74 for financial/functional risk and social/psychological risk, respectively). Customer satisfaction with the new provider was measured using a four-item scale adopted from the rich body of earlier work on this subject (e.g., Anderson, Fornell, and Lehman 1994) . The resulting one-factor solution was found to be reliable according to the standard criteria (α = .80; com-72 JOURNAL OF SERVICE RESEARCH / August 2005 posite reliability = .87). This instrument correlated highly with a one-item measure of overall satisfaction (r = .81, p < .001).
2 The items, item-to-total correlations, and item and composite reliabilities can be seen in Table 1 . Intercorrelations of independent variable measures are shown in Table 2 .
The remaining independent variable, whether customers had switched to get a better deal versus dissatisfaction, was measured using an open-ended question asking customers for their primary motivation to switch. Three research associates, who were unaware that only those two dimensions were of interest, were asked to categorize the responses. There was agreement among the three judges that 277 or 76% of the respondents had switched primarily due to price. Furthermore, they agreed that 78 or 21% of the respondents had switched due to "poor service," "disappointment with the provider," or "dissatisfaction" and that 3 had switched due to other reasons. Controversial among the three judges were only seven cases. The 3 "other reason" switchers and the seven controversial cases were eliminated from the data set. This left 355 responses in the final data set.
Data Analysis and Results
Descriptive analysis showed that 74% (262 out of 355) of the respondents had not given PNWOM about their previous provider. In other words, more than one fourth of all switchers gave PNWOM. Those customers reported to have given between 1 and 40 negative referrals. The conditional mean for this group is 3.36.
The dependent variable in the analysis is the number of PNWOM referrals. Such variables are sometimes modeled using continuous distribution models, such as the Tobit model. For example, Anderson (1998) provider one has chosen. FFR A lot of money can be saved by choosing the right telecommunications provider.
a NOTE: Inv = involvement; Mav = market mavenism; Sat = customer satisfaction; PSR = psychological/social risk; FFR = financial/functional risk. a. For measurement scales that have less than three items, meaningful confirmatory factor analysis results cannot be computed.
2. Recently, some authors have suggested using a one-item instrument for overall satisfaction rather than a multi-item instrument (e.g., Ganesh, Arnold, and Reynolds 2000; Mittal and Kamakura 2001) . In the present study, usage of either the four-item or the one-item measure leads to identical results regarding hypotheses testing. Displayed results are therefore restricted to the four-item measure.
an approximation in this case (Greene 2003) and that count data distributions such as the Poisson and the negative binomial model are better suited when the dependent variable is a discrete count (Bowman and Narayandas 2001) . In the data analysis, both the Tobit and some variants of count data models were tested. Because there were no substantial differences between the model types with regard to hypotheses tests, Poisson model results are reported subsequently. Formally, the parameterized form of the standard Poisson model is given by
where y i represents the number of PNWOM referrals given by customer i, and x i is a vector of covariates (i.e., the independent variables in Hypotheses 1 to 5) with associated parameter estimates β′. The model can be fit using maximum likelihood. The likelihood function is
where λ i is the mean of the dependent variable. In addition to the Poisson model, it was tested whether a binary logit model predicting only whether PNWOM was given produced additional insights. In Table 3 , parameter estimates and t values of the Poisson and the binary logit models are presented. It can be seen that product involvement exhibits a statistically significant effect in the expected direction (i.e., a positive effect) on PNWOM. Hence, Hypothesis 1 is confirmed. Furthermore, market mavenism (Hypothesis 2) has a positive effect on PNWOM, and Hypothesis 3 is supported for both functional and social risk. Contrary to Hypothesis 4, customers do not give more PNWOM referrals as their satisfaction with their new provider increases. Hypothesis 5 is confirmed. Customers who switch to receive a better deal are also more likely to give PNWOM. Hypothesis 6, which relates to the interaction effects between switching reason and involvement, mavenism, and perceived risk, is confirmed for product involvement and market mavenism.
Hence, the only hypothesis that is not confirmed in the Poisson model is Hypothesis 4 (customer satisfaction). However, in the binary logit model for predicting whether PNWOM is given, the coefficient of customer satisfaction is in the expected direction (i.e., positive) and statistically significant. With regard to the remaining hypotheses, the results of the logit model generally confirm those of the Poisson model, although the two risk dimensions do not exhibit statistically significant effects in the logit model. Although those should treated with care, the pseudo-R 2 measures for both the Poisson and the logit models (according to Greene 2003) suggest a reasonable model fit.
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
This article deals with a so far unnoted aspect of customer word of mouth: postswitching negative word of mouth. In the empirical study, it could be shown that about one fourth of all lost customers engage in PNWOM and that product involvement, market mavenism, perceived risk, and the switching reason affect PNWOM.
Theoretical Implications
The results of the empirical study give some validity to dissonance theory as a theoretical framework for understanding and explaining PNWOM behavior. Given that dissonance theory is not unchallenged in the literature and has been overtaken by attribution theory in terms of usage in behavioral science, it seems worthwhile to discuss the present study results against competing theories.
Challenge for dissonance theory has come from two theories: self-perception theory (Bem 1972 ) and predecision moderation (e.g., Rosenfeld, Giacalone, and Tedeschi 1983) . None of the findings of this study, however, could be supported by either of the two. Selfperception theory competes with dissonance theory in that it explains attitude changes, not communications behavior. Predecision moderation would explain PNWOM by the communicator's motivation to present her or his behavior (in that case, her or his switching behavior) in a positive light. Hence, the central determinant of communication in this theory is in the relationship that the communicator has with the information receiver. Although the present study has not taken receiver characteristics into account to test for predecision moderation, the confirmed hypotheses and the reasonable model fit suggest that postdecision dissonance reduction effects take place and that thus competing theories do not account for all findings from dissonance theory research. Although a statistically significant effect could only be confirmed in the binary logit model, it seems that the level of satisfaction with the new provider also affects PNWOM (Hypothesis 4). Theoretically, this supports the suggestion that dissonance reduction through public commitment (i.e., communication in the form of PNWOM) is applied by individuals in particular when they are more certain about the difference in quality levels between the past and the current provider.
The confirmation of Hypothesis 5 (i.e., dissatisfied switchers engage in PNWOM more often than price-sensitive switchers) suggests that when negative experiences represent the reasons for switching (i.e., dissatisfaction with the old provider), negative action is also taken to reduce cognitive dissonance (i.e., PNWOM). The statistically significant moderator effects (Hypothesis 6) further show that this is especially true for individuals who are more likely than others to develop cognitive dissonance after a decision than others: highly involved customers and high-risk perceivers. This aspect was explored further, as also information regarding the dissemination of positive WOM about the current provider was collected. The results showed that, indeed, only 19% of the dissatisfied switchers gave PWOM about their new provider, whereas 36.5% of the "better deal" switchers did so (7.81, p < .01), although the level of satisfaction with the new provider did not differ substantially between the two groups (18.81 vs. 19.17, p > .10). Thus, the focus of WOM dissemination (i.e., old vs. new provider) varies depending on the reason for switching. Although this analysis is post hoc and exploratory in nature and does not account for other PWOM drivers, it suggests that analyzing PWOM about the current and PNWOM about the provider may be an interesting avenue to pursue further.
Managerial Implications
The results of the present study can help companies to identify customers who are "risky" in the sense that they are particularly likely to disseminate negative WOM when lost. In the customer equity literature, it is frequently suggested that customers whose customer lifetime value is low should be eliminated from the customer base (Blattberg, Getz, and Thomas 2001) . However, results confirm that losing customers can have disastrous effects-even beyond those accounted for in a recent study by Hogan, Lemon, and Libai (2003) , who show that lost customers negatively affect a firm's business because imitation and positive WOM do not take place. Here, it is shown that another threat of losing customers is their PNWOM.
Results suggest that customers who switch due to dissatisfaction are more likely to engage in PNWOM than customers who switch due to a better price. It has repeatedly been argued in the literature that companies should not strive at retaining customers at all costs (e.g., Dowling and Uncles 1997; Reinartz and Kumar 2000) . The results specifically suggest that it is much more harmful for firms to lose customers due to dissatisfaction, whereas losing customers due to lower prices offered by competitors is far less likely to be followed by PNWOM. Hence, PNWOM cannot be used as an argument to justify price wars to prevent PNWOM, but it should be used as an argument for maintaining high levels of quality.
In particular, customers scoring high in product involvement, perceived risk, and market mavenism can become a threat to a service provider if lost because they are likely to speak negatively about the provider to others. In particular, it is harmful to lose such customers due to dissatisfaction, as the confirmation of Hypothesis 6 shows. Because it is also possible that such customers give negative WOM when dissatisfied but retained, it is crucial that retention efforts directed at those customers lead to increased service quality/customer satisfaction perceptions, not only to retention due to switching costs or lack of alternatives. This is likely to be even more important because previous studies have shown that customers high in product involvement (Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) , perceived risk (Arndt 1967) , and market mavenism (Feick and Price 1987) are also more likely to speak positively about their provider when satisfied. Hence, from a lifetime value perspective, those customers are especially interesting for firms because they act as multiplicators of both positive and negative information, and their WOM behavior reacts with greater elasticity to satisfaction changes than other customers'communication activities. Although extending return-on-quality models (e.g., Rust, Zahorik, and Keiningham 1995) to account for PNWOM is beyond the scope of the current study, it is clear that losing such customers due to dissatisfaction can be more harmful than losing others.
Because it is unrealistic to assume that companies will always be able to achieve zero defections, it should also be questioned whether firms could not do anything to prevent or at least reduce PNWOM once a customer has defected. Because many firms nowadays engage in activities for regaining customers, these initiatives may be extended to at least reducing PNWOM, in case a customer can not be won back. As effects of such postswitching marketing were not the objective of the present study, however, this can only be suggested as an opportunity for companies, and the effectiveness of such campaigns is proposed as an interesting avenue for future research.
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LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
It should be noted that the present study is subject to a number of limitations. First, results are restricted to the switchers in one industry and country. Future research will have to replicate and extend the present study to confirm the findings reported here. Furthermore, the study used self-reports from customers rather than objective measures of PNWOM, which, however, seem almost impossible to obtain. Thus, common method bias may have inflated the strength of the results. Next, the study merely touches on the surface of PNWOM-its determinants are researched, but it is by now not clear how this behavior develops over time, for how long it is prevalent, and what its effect is on other customers' purchasing behavior. Also, it is not sure that all determinants of PNWOM have been captured, and those may differ across service categories. For example, in industries where highly involving and emotional customer relationships are the rule rather than the exception, other motivations for PNWOM, such as vengeance (e.g., Sundaram, Mitra, and Webster 1998) , might be of importance. In this context, it must be acknowledged that although dissonance theory offers an appealing and comprehensive framework for explaining the hypotheses tested in this study, alternative explanations for single hypotheses cannot be ruled out, and experimental studies could be designed to understand the theoretical basis of PNWOM more clearly. These limitations should be viewed as opportunities for future research in PNWOM, which should be of interest for the customer equity, the customer relationship dilution, and the WOM literature.
